C&E Guest Lecture: Upanishads — Orientation without Orientalism 


FIRST INTRO: Our theme, the Truth in troubled times, automatically assumes the trouble to 
be external — as though we are fine and balanced enough to be able to judge. It also seems to 
assume that the truth 1s harder to discern in troubled times, when truth in peaceful times may be 
even harder to discern because complacency often breeds delusions. Indeed, there maybe no 
relation between truth and time at all — because it is difficult to discern the truth in any time... 
Furthermore, if truth 1s the first casualty of war, and a place like the US which has been in many 
many wars for a long time, then there is no truth in troubled times but merely propaganda, 
smoke and murrors, false flag events and black ops — that is shadows on Plato’s wall. 


1 Get your phones out — look at them as though they were on. Where are you? Take picture 
and ask someone to take it from the side. 


2. If Plato’s Cave is our starting point then perhaps the trouble is not external but internal. 
This is certainly the case with Indic philosophy — read Ganeri. 


I am arguing that the truth, whether in troubled times or not, may not be discernible: 
3. STORY 1 of four scenes. Plato’s and India’s Cave of illusions is everywhere: first scene. 


4. nor are we able to discern whether events and the characters within it are good are bad as 
we saw if we follow the masses, mainstream media narratives. 


The Upanishads begin where some argue the west has got trapped: by thought/thinking. 


How did thought come to be viewed as this singular authority, such that merely 
thinking about an object was sufficient for valid knowledge of it? Can we get out of 
the cave just by thinking? 


Thought disguises the real problem Desire: STORY 2 man falls into a pit. Habituated 
self needs more than thought to deliver it and more than the truth. 


SECOND INTRO: Philip Goldberg. 2010. American Veda 

xvi-xvil. Goldberg tells of an encounter with an orange-robed monk in Rishikesh, by the River 
Ganges in Derahdun. Goldberg asked if he had been a sannyasi/monk since his youth? 

He laughed robustly. As a young man, he had viewed the religion of his ancestors as backward, 
he said, and went to university to study science. 

Then Goldberg asked what prompted his spiritual turnaround. 

He said, “I took a class in American literature and read Emerson.” 


33-34. Emerson himself writes in his essay titled “The Over-Soul” which recapitulates the 
Vedantic expression of the formless Brahman: “We live in succession, in division, in parts 
and particles. Meantime, within man, is the soul of the whole; the wise silence; the 
universal beauty to which every part and particle is equally related; the eternal 
One.” ” 


[34-35.] “a description of a felt experience, resembling this 1837 journal entry:” 
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“T behold with awe & delight many illustrations of the One universal Mind. I see my being 
imbedded in it. As a plant in the earth so I grow in God. I am only a form of him. He is the soul 
of me ... A certain wandering light comes to me which I instantly perceive to be the Cause of 
Causes. It transcends all proving. It is itself the ground of being; and I see that it is not one & I 
another, but this is the life of my life. That is one fact then; that in certain moments I have known 
that I existed directly from God, and am, as it were, his organ. And in my ultimate consciousness 
Am He. 

Goldberg writes, “This description of the mystical union with the divine 1s as close to the 
Upanishads’ Aham brahmasmi (I am Brahman) as can be imagined in the American 
idiom.” 


Not just in the US with Emerson, Thoreau, Whitman the Beats, but in 


In Germany they were Friedrich Schelling, Johann Gottfried von Herder, Friedrich von 
Schiller, Georg Wilhelm, Friedrich Hegel, J. G. Fichte, and Arthur Schopenhauer, who 
said that access to the Upanishads was “the greatest privilege which this still young 
century may claim before all previous centuries” 


29. “ renowned Indologist and Sanskritist, Max Muller. The German-born Muller, who never 
set foot in India, moved to Oxford in the mid-nineteenth century and went on to produce a 
prodigious number of books, including a fifty-volume series called The Sacred Books of the East. 
“T spend my happiest hours in reading Vedantic books,” he wrote. “They are to me like the light 
of the morning, like the pure air of the mountains” and “I maintain that to everybody who cares 
for himself, for his ancestors, for his intellectual development, a study of the Vedic literature is 
indeed indispensable.” Clerics denounced Muller for subverting Christianity with his praise of 


In England the Romantics included Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Thomas Carlyle, William 
Wordsworth, William Blake, and others. Their stature lent credibility to the saying ex oriente 
lux, Latin for “from the East, the light.” 


151. “In August 1967 Maharishi Mahesh Yogi gave a public lecture at the Hilton Hotel in 
London. In attendance were three lads named John, Paul, and George. 

151-152. “Two days after meeting Maharishi, the Beatles, now completed by Ringo, along with 
Mick Jagger, Marianne Faithfull, and others, boarded a train for Wales and a ten-day course 
with Maharishi.” 

The St. Louis-born T. S. Eliot spent two years at Harvard studying Vedantic texts with 
America’s finest Indologists. Eliot, who learned Sanskrit and Pali (the language of the Buddha), 
once remarked that the subtleties of Indian sages “make most of the great 
European philosophers look like schoolboys,” acknowledging that his own poetry 
“shows the influence of Indian thought and sensibility.” 


WB Yeats called “the finest description of sexual intercourse ever written.” came from 
Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things). Writing: 


“The tragedy of sexual intercourse is the perpetual virginity of the soul.” You could 
say this lecture is a meditation on that single line. 
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284. “The confluence of modern Indian philosophy and modern science began in the 
1890s when Swami Vivekananda, a Vedantist, spent time with luminaries Sir William 
Thompson (aka Lord Kelvin), Hermann von Helmholtz, and Nikola Tesla, the 
legendary inventor. The swami [Vivekananda] and Tesla apparently saw eye to eye on a vision 
of nature that seems axiomatic now but would have seemed as fanciful as unicorns at the time. 
“Mr. Tesla thinks he can demonstrate mathematically that force and matter are reducible to 
potential energy,” Vivekananda said in a letter to a friend, adding, “I am working a good deal 
now upon the cosmology and eschatology of Vedanta. I clearly see their perfect unison with 
modern science.” Tesla did not succeed in constructing his proof, and Vivekananda died three 
years before Einstein’s E = mc2 united matter and energy forever. 


In October 2009, for instance, about six hundred people convened north of San Francisco for 
the Science and Nonduality Conference, the first of what is expected to be an annual event. 
Its symbol was Einstein’s E = mc2, only in place of the E was the symbol for the sacred 
syllable om.38 Om = mc? not just out there but in here. 


285. “Einstein’s friend, colleague and noble prize winner, Erwin Schrodinger was 
a student of Vedanta, said: “This life of yours which you are living is not merely a 
piece of this entire existence, but in a certain sense the whole ... what the 
Brahmins express in that sacred, mystic formula which is yet really so simple and 
so clear; tat tvam asi, this is you.” 


286. and Fritjof Capra in his 1975 Book The Tao of Physics. 287. He asserted that 
quantum theory was compatible with Eastern metaphysics, revealing that 
consciousness, not matter, is the ground of all being.” 7” 


Though hip now Consciousness Studies began in India two and half millennia ago. 

Evan Thompson’s 2015 monography titled Waking, dreaming, being- selfn 
consciousness in neuroscience, meditation n philosophy.pdf writes: 

“The ancient Indian texts called the Upanishads contain the world’s first recorded map of 
consciousness.2 ‘The earliest texts— dating from the sixth or seventh century B.C.E.—delineate 
three principal states of the self—the waking state, the dream state, and the state of deep and 
dreamless sleep. Later texts add a fourth state— the state of pure awareness.” 

p. XXXII 


The Upanishads 


Cognition (Expression — Culture) Speech pots, bowls, cups etc 
Perception (Experience - Nature) Silence clay 


Perceptual Turn: Meditation returns us to the perception as source of revelation. Seeing and 
then expanding the gap between thoughts 


CONSTRUCT A FRAME not a historical one, but one about you, here and now. 
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I argue “Religious knowledge” is an oxymoron. Why? Do religions deal in knowledge? If not 
knowledge then what? If you insist, yes, then what kind of knowledge is rel k? 


STORY 3: Student painter - 
Valter Benyamin’s incisive statement: Truth is not a matter of exposure which destroys the 
secret (mystery of life) but a revelation which does justice to it. 


Revelation must not be reduced to knowledge. Wisdom must not be collapsed into knowledge. 
What is wisdom? (an Upanishadic definition might be: the ability to transform the quality of 
one’s relationship to experience ~— all experiences.) 


Here knowledge of the truth is ineffective — how? 


STORY 4: Elephant story. [Cut?] 
We Dig ourselves into a hole; addicted beings. Beings with momentums. 


Knowledge is about the past it is dead. Wisdom is never about the present aliveness, dynamic. 
Cf. Religious traditions families Indic is not primary secondary sources — but first person source 


Three forms of knowledge: 


By Distance — Science (orthodoxy) thought ego 
By Association — Religion (orthopraxy) affect ego 
By Being — Mysticism/ Upanishads (beyond body-mind) ego-loss 


To know Brahman is to become Brahman (merger, union, mysticism) 


Two transitions in subjectivity: entering language, but also leaving language. 


*** UPANISHADS: SEE SHEET *** 

Close my eyes to see 

Close my ears to hear 

Close my mouth to speak 

Withdraw my senses to sense 

I dissolve cloud-self to become brilliant Sky-Self (akashatman). 


[The eye sees only what the mind is prepared to comprehend. ~Robertson Davies] 


Let’s draw the arrow in that bow: MEDITATION: Now we know why we should contact 
the silent bird - bec that is who we really are- but how? Awareness 1s Being’s Knowing of Being. 


Goldberg: “The St. Louis—born T. S. Eliot spent two years at Harvard studying Vedantic texts 
with America’s finest Indologists. Eliot, who learned Sanskrit and Pali (the language of the 
Buddha), once remarked that the subtleties of Indian sages “make most of the great European 
philosophers look like schoolboys,” acknowledging that his own poetry “shows the influence of 
Indian thought and sensibility.” In “Burnt Norton,” the first of his celebrated Four 
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Quartets, the Nobel laureate evokes the Vedantic transcendence of time and space and points 

the reader toward infinity at “the stl point of the turning world.” In “The Dry Salvages,” the third 
quartet, Eliot draws upon the Bhagavad Gita, which he first read in his early twenties, pondering 
Krishna’s message to Arjuna and invoking central themes, such as “do not think of the fruit of action.” 


But, Goldberg totally misses the conclusion and last of the Four Qaurtets is drenched with 
Upanishadic thought. 
RECITE ELIOT?’S Little Gidding of the Four Quartets: notice the three returns to self. 


Yoga - meditation- ok why meditate? Create a distance between perception and cognition, 
between I think and I perceive. Between disembodied abstractions and concepts and an affective 
embodied perception. 


We are widening the gap between thoughts, creating a space - to become akashatman -for clear 
undirected dwelling , to become presence not only present. 


So that we no longer misidentify with and reduce the self to thought. PYS first line. 
(cittas vritti niroda — Yoga is the cessation of the fluctuations of thought). What creates the repetition of these 
fluctuations? Karmic momentums. Meditation is automatically deconditioning and 
reconditioning. Like taking a shower in your brain. 

We med bec you can’t do this by thinking: tree branch water root to enjoy the fruit. 


CUT? Critique of Plato’s cave, from the Sikh womb (4 watches of the night) 


CONCLUSION: end with a final, true STORY: pol pot — Cambodian Dictator 


Ive been constructing a frame in which the Upanishadic teaching that: you are That - tat tvam asi, 
could make some sense. The Upanishads argue that you have to break through the veil of 
subject-object consciousness to contact the silent passive bird, the witnessing consciousness of the 
fourth state of Atman/Brahman. But, sometimes, the truth in troubled times, demands 
that you have to listen to the active bird... 


the Syrian bird, 

the Afghani bird, 

the Lebanese bird, 

the Iraqi bird, 

the Sudanese bird, 

the Haitian bird, 

the weegar bird, 

the Maui bird, 

the Punjabi bird, 

the Palestinian bird, 
the VAERS bird, 

the Suddenly Died bird, 
the Excess Deaths bird. 
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My name is Balbinder Singh Bhogal. I teach in the religion department and I agree with Simone 
Weil that the rarest and purest form of generosity is.... Attention. 
And I thank you for granting me yours today, for surely, inattention is far too costly. 


With the drawing of this Love and the voice of this Calling 


We shall not cease from exploration 
And the end of all our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time. 
Through the unknown, remembered gate 
When the last of earth left to discover 

ls that which was the beginning; 

At the source of the longest river 

The voice of the hidden waterfall 

And the children in the apple-tree 

Not known, because not looked for 

But heard, half-heard, in the stillness 
Between two waves of the sea. 

Quick now, here, now, always- 

A condition of complete simplicity 
(Costing not less than everything) 

And all shall be well and 

All manner of thing shall be well 

When the tongues of flame are in-folded 
Into the crowned knot of fire 


And the fire and the rose are one. 


Subject: NYT in May: "Why Universities Should Be More Like Monasteries"-- 

--by Molly Worthen, the historian of US religion at UNC-Chapel Hill and frequent NYT 
columnist on higher ed. It definitely gave me pause as I ponder yet again if/how much tech to 
use in the classroom ... and some of us might be interested in its more radical suggestions, too. 
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/05/25/opinion/college-students-monks-mental-health-smart- 
phones. html 

“Many, if not most, students want the elusive experience of uninterrupted thought” 

“cognitive endurance and existential clarity” 

“a chance to temporarily exchange those unconscious structures for a set of deliberate, 
countercultural ones.” 

“T didn’t look forward to getting my phone back,” she said. 
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John Dryden’s translation 


“So love with phantoms cheats our longing eyes, 

Which hourly seeing never satisfies; 

Our hands pull nothing from the parts they strain, 

But wander o’er the lovely limbs in vain: 

Nor when the youthful pair more closely join, 

When hands in hands they lock, and thighs in thighs they twine, 
Just in the raging foam of full desire, 

When both press on, both murmur, both expire, 

They gripe, they squeeze, their humid tongues they dart, 
As each would force their way to t’other’s heart — 

In vain; they only cruise about the coast, 

For bodies cannot pierce, nor be in bodies lost.” 


translated by A E Stallings, an American woman born in 1968. 


“So Venus teases with images—lovers can’t satisfy 

The flesh however they devour each other with the eye, 

Or with hungry hands roving the body can they reap 

Anything from the supple limbs that they can take and keep. 
Lastly, when their limbs are tangled, and they pluck youth’s bloom, 
And bodies have a foretaste of the pleasures that now loom, 

And Venus is about to sow the woman’s field with seed, 

They grasp each other and mix the moisture of their mouths in greed, 
And panting heavily, press teeth in lips, but all in vain— 

There’s nothing of the other they can rub off and retain. 

Nor can one body wholly enter the other and pass way— 

For it seems sometimes that this is what they struggle to essay, 
Such do they clasp in the chains of Venus, greedily and tight, 
While limbs go limp, melted with the heat of their delight, 

At last when loins erupt forth from the gathering desire, 

They are allowed a brief reprieve from passion’s raging fire. 

But the fever starts again, madness must soon return, 

When yet again they seek to have the thing for which they yearn. 
They can discover no device to conquer their disease— 

But waste away from wounds unseen, amidst uncertainties.” 
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